There is no real life in Smike. His misery, his idiotcy, his devotion for Nicholas, his love for Kate, are all overdone and are incompatible with each other. But still the reader sheds a tear. Every reader can find a tear for Smike. Dickens's novels are like Boucicault's plays. He has known how to draw his lines broadly, so that all should see the colour. This essay is concerned primarily with another scene that scarcely fails to provoke a tear: the execution at the hands of French revolutionaries of Sydney Carton in A Tale of Two Cities (1859). Trollope's aesthetic objections to Smike do not apply to Carton, an altogether more complex and self-knowing figure, operating within a novel that is itself also more sophisticated than Nicholas Nickleby. A Tale of Two Cities is not, of course, a campaigning novel, in the sense that Nickleby and Trollope's fictional The Almshouse were, but it does touch upon an issue of public concern with which Dickens had engaged over a number of years: public executions. This was a matter of topical debate throughout much of the nineteenth century, but the relationship between this aspect of the text and its political context defies Trollope's caricature of Dickens's campaigning persona and his indictment of a form of manipulative sentimentalizing. Dickens transmutes the scene of execution, on which he campaigns in his letters and early journalism, into a site which can articulate instead some of the most fundamental of human fears. Yet, while the depiction of Carton's death is replete with an emotion that is fundamentally irresistible, it is surely not a moment of instinctive, unreflective sentiment, and certainly not of the mawkishness that John Rignall finds in it. 3 Rignall's analysis of the moment as part of a 'catastrophic continuum' of history is an otherwise sensitive account of a writer held captive by what
Rignall himself describes as 'a rigorously linear, end-determined narrative and the grimly determinist vision of history which it articulates'. 4 However, within the broad historical framework that Rignall discusses obtrudes an alternative narrative determined by the scaffold, or the gallows, scene of life-defining final moments, of moving speeches, and apparently of the most visceral possible reminder of the inexorability of narrative. This might be described as a sentimental narrative, but it is a form of narration that is far removed from Trollope's 'Mr Popular Sentiment'.
However we describe it, the impulse to respond fully and emotionally to this scene Dickens also suggests more controversially that putative murderers' recognition of the death penalty as a foregone conclusion for murder might actually provoke crime, writing:
A murder is committed in deliberate revenge. The murderer is at no trouble to prepare his train of circumstances, takes little or no pains to escape, is quite cool and collected, perfectly content to deliver himself up to the Police, makes no secret of his guilt, but boldly says, 'I killed him. I'm glad of it. I meant to do it. I am ready to die.' There was such a case the other day. There was such another case not long ago. There are such cases frequently. It is the commonest first exclamation on being seized. I believe that a sight so inconceivably awful as the wickedness and levity of the immense crowd collected at that execution this morning could be imagined by no man, and could be presented in no heathen land under the sun. The horrors of the gibbet and of the crime that brought the wretched murderers to it, faded in my mind before the atrocious bearing, looks and language, of the assembled spectators. When I came upon the scene at midnight, the shrillness of the cries and howls that were raised from time to time, denoting that they came from a concourse of boys and girls already assembled in the best places, made my blood run cold.
[…] When the sun rose brightly -as it did -it gilded thousands upon thousands of upturned faces, so inexpressibly odious in their brutal mirth or callousness, that a man had cause to feel ashamed of the shape he wore, and to shrink from himself, as fashioned in the image of the Devil. 10 The range of animalistic imagery, the language of atrocity, the feeling of awful excess, in This vivid description of Sikes's execution, however, achieves nothing of the horror of the public scenes of capital punishment later witnessed by Dickens, in part because the crowds, terrible though they are, are described through natural, organic metaphors that underpin the sense of natural justice invoked by the scene and this is augmented by
Sikes's bringing his death on himself, by providing both its means and its impulse, in his guilty vision of Nancy's eyes. Sikes is self-condemned and punished, and has acted out, in his circulating journeying since Nancy's death, a process of the recognition of his guilt, if not of the atonement that Dickens ideally sought. He has also fulfilled the path mapped out for him in the novel's 1841 Preface, where Dickens explains that he sought to show his criminals as they 'really do exist', 'to shew them as they really are, for ever skulking uneasily through the dirtiest paths of life, with the great, black, ghastly gallows closing up their prospect' (OT, p. liv).
One crucial difference, though, in Dickens's fictional and epistolary accounts of public hangings is that in Oliver Twist the body falls to the crowd's silence as Dickens adroitly and immediately shifts the reader's attention following Sikes's fall to the old chimney that 'bravely' took his weight, to Oliver's cries for release, and to Sikes's dog
Bullseye, who jumps to his death. The spectacle of the hanging body is brief and shocking, but immediately overlaid by the forward thrust of the narrative and the death of a dog whose loyalty juxtaposes mutely and pathetically with Sikes's own lack of it. This is a highly theatrical episode in the novel, but at the end of it, spectators become actors and are reinstated in their proper relation to the novel's narrative. They are removed from the static moment of spectacle. In Dickens's letters, however, both spectator and 'actor' get caught up in the drama of the spectacle, and seem unable to reflect, as he would have them do, on the religious and other more sombre implications of the scene. The lure of notoriety, of the miserable impulse to 'die game [as they do] at the Minor Theatres and the Saloons', as he writes in the Daily News of 9 March 1846, is irresistible to the criminal. Of one of them Dickens writes that 'If he ever have another thought, it is for his genteel appearance on the scaffold; as when he begs the barber "not to cut his hair too short, or they won't know him when he comes out"'. On another occasion, Dickens is briefly hopeful that there was some sense of Death and Eternity in the cry of "Hats off!" when the miserable wretch appeared; but I found, next moment, that they only raised it as they would at a Play -to see the Stage the better, in the final scene. 12 The judges in Dickens's account are similarly unable to resist the drama:
[The] criminal judge is […] a chief actor in the terrible drama of a trial, where the life or death of a fellow creature is at issue. No one who has seen such a trial can fail to know, or can ever forget, its intense interest. I care not how painful this interest is to the good, wise judge upon the bench. I admit its painful nature, and the judge's goodness and wisdom to the fullest extentbut I submit that his prominent share in the excitement of such a trial, and the dread mystery involved, has a tendency to bewilder and confuse the judge upon the general subject of that penalty. 13 Even they are seduced by their part in the spectacle, in 'the attraction of repulsion', as Carlyle's meticulous references sit bathetically alongside the drama of his narrative.
Unlike Carton, the King struggles against his fate and the hands that bind him, and his last 
II

Sentiment and Sydney Carton
For the narration of sentiment and the invoking of a primarily sentimental response are not of course confined to the end of A Tale of Two Cities. Interestingly, the three most obviously sentimental moments in the novel are all scenes of heightened emotion which cannot be fully realized dramatically before the viewer's gaze. The first occurs at the end of Chapter 13, when Sydney Carton prophecies Lucie's future life:
The time will come, the time will not be long in coming, when new ties will be formed about you -ties that will bind you yet more tenderly and strongly to the home you so adorn -the dearest ties that will ever grace and gladden you […] when you see your own bright beauty springing up anew at your feet, think now and then that there is a man who would give his life, to keep a life you love beside you! (ATTC, p. 146)
Confident prophecy mingles with a present injunction and an unconditional promise of future devotion. In telling his devotion so movingly, Carton nonetheless struggles to place his love in a time and within a form of articulation where -and when -it can be fully realized, and the awkwardness of his narration speaks to his dilemma. His is a sentiment that risks lapsing into sentimentality because it cannot find a present in which to locate itself, or a future to which it can confidently look. At this moment, the reader's emotional intelligence is called on to imagine hypothetical situations, rather than simply to watch the story unfold.
A similar technique surrounds Dickens's account of the death of Lucie and Charles
Darnay's young son in Chapter 21, and indeed infiltrates the first pages of that chapter, when 'the echoing footsteps of years' blend actual events and fleeting fears for the future.
Wrapped within the muffling metaphor and confusing temporality of the echoes of this chapter, the cruellest events are made less searing than they might be, and sentiment finds its voice:
Even when there were sounds of sorrow among the rest, they were neither harsh nor cruel. Even when golden hair, like [Lucie's] own, lay in a halo on a pillow round the worn face of a little boy, and he said, with a radiant smile, 'Dear papa and mamma, I am very sorry to leave you both, and to leave my pretty sister; but I am called, and I must go!' those were not tears all of agony that wetted his young mother's cheek […] Thus, the rustling of an Angels' wings got blended with the other echoes, and they were not wholly of earth, but had in them that breath of Heaven. These passages achieve their effectiveness most poignantly through the links made between the figure of a child and a future that is missing. Helen Small has similarly noted the 'inordinate burden of sentiment Nell has to bear' in The Old Curiosity Shop (1840-41), and that novel's 'determined sentimentalization of the spirituality of children'. 19 In A Tale of Two Cities, the same equivalence between children, sentiment, and the spiritual is made, but rather than being primarily self-referential and child-centred, as it arguably is in
The Old Curiosity Shop, here that confluence of powerful symbols is employed primarily I see Barsad, and Cly, Defarge, The Vengeance, the Juryman, the Judge, long ranks of the new oppressors who have risen on the destruction of the old, perishing by this retributive instrument, before it shall cease out of its present use. I see a beautiful city and a brilliant people rising from this abyss, and, in their struggles to be truly free, in their triumphs and defeats, through long years to come, I see the evil of this time and of the previous time of which this is the natural birth, gradually making expiation for itself and wearing out. I see the lives for which I lay down my life, peaceful, useful, prosperous and happy, in that England which I shall see no more. I see Her with a child upon her bosom, who bears my name. I see her father, aged and bent, but otherwise restored, and faithful to all men in his healing office, and at peace. I see the good old man, so long their friend, in ten years' time enriching them with all he has, and passing tranquilly to his reward. I see that I hold a sanctuary in their hearts, and in the hearts of their descendants, generations hence. I see her, an old woman, weeping for me on the anniversary of this day. I see her and her husband, their course done, lying side by side in their last earthly bed, and I know that each was not more honoured and held sacred in the other's soul, than I was in the souls of both. I see that child who lay upon her bosom and who bore my name, a man winning his way up in that path of life which once was mine. I see him winning it so well, that my name is made illustrious there by the light of his. I see the blots I threw upon it, faded away. I see him, fore-most of just judges and honoured men, bringing a boy of my name, with a forehead that I know and golden hair, to this place -then fair to look upon, with not a trace of this day's disfigurement -and I hear him tell the child my story, with a tender and a faltering voice.
It is a far, far better thing that I do, than I have ever done; it is a far, far better rest that I go to than I have ever known. (ATTC, pp. 357-58)
As well as echoing Carlyle, these words, punctuated so effectively and movingly by 'I see', an action Carton will never fulfil, also recall Dickens's earliest letter on the subject of public hangings in their rhetoric. Pondering the 'flush and fever' between the 'Warrant and the Noose' mentioned above, Dickens goes on, in horrified prophecy of that period: I see the dreadful hurry of the time, expressed in every word and action that comes leaking through the prison walls, to be caught up by the thirsty crowd outside. I see Hope living on, and know it must live on, in some faint shape, until the Bell begins to toll. I see the restless mind wandering away, miserably, from the main theme of the repentant letter, written in the cell; and while it tells of trust and steadfastness, having power to settle nowhere. I see the abject clinging on to life, which clutches at the hangman's hand, and blesses him beneath the beam. I see, in everything, the same wild, rapid, incoherent dream: of which I believe the penitence and preparation to be, at least, as unsettled and unsubstantial as any other part. And I believe this, because of the natural constitution of the human mind, and its ordinary workings at such a frightful pass. 20 The horror of this prophecy of course is that it is entirely lacking in sentiment and recognizes the condemned man's failure even to see the future that he will not have. Bailin has described somewhat cynically perhaps as an act whereby Carton rivalrously 'cancels Darnay from his own hereditary line'. 21 Rather, here, as elsewhere in the novel, sentiment registers some very profound human fears of a wasted life, of a forgotten life that themselves produce the final page's plangent effect. It is that, rather than simply the spectacle of Carton's own nobility and self-sacrifice, that generates the emotional and not simply sentimental effect of the novel's conclusion. Carton dies in the antagonistic setting of a public execution, in front of a crowd, which, like those other crowds in London whom Dickens had found so abhorrent, refuses to recognize the enormity of what it has come to see. This French audience, like that which witnessed Louis XVI's death, also acts as a synecdoche of the world beyond the individual, a world that can forget. Dickens has Carton seek to cheat death, time and forgetting, to effect a guarantee of being remembered, and it is that desperate act to forestall insignificance that is so poignant, moving, and universally recognizable.
A Tale of Two Cities ends in prolepsis and the novel is all the more poignant for it.
The scene of execution distils a site of anxiety, Sydney Carton's anxiety to be understood,
